Even though the losses from extreme natural events have been mounting in South Asia, the disaster management policy framework has remained weak. In India, a major public policy challenge has been to move away from the historical and cultural conceptualization of disasters as natural calamities beyond the control of human society. Disasters are traditionally addressed as accidents triggered solely by natural hazards, an inevitable occurrence given an environment that is physically vulnerable. By this understanding, government policies focus on engineering solutions to protect people from environmental risks with almost no attention to people's vulnerability in everyday life. Thus, the lack of resources for undertaking engineering interventions is cited as the primary cause for increasing disaster losses, while the inherent vulnerabilities in the community continue to exist. This book explores and highlights this weakness in disaster management in India. It seeks to identify the roots of the Indian disaster management approach in the historical and cultural background of the country. The three sections of the book, Facts, Response, and Reality, take the reader on a journey through the Indian disasterscape, a term coined by the author.
In the first section, the author uses a variety of data sources to provide a historical perspective on the increasing variety of disasters in India since late 300 B.C.E. The analysis offered by the author reflects the growing vulnerability of the Indian society, evident in the increasing numbers of deaths and injuries. The author's analysis of the spatial distribution of extreme natural events across India shows that the majority of the districts are physically vulnerable to at least five types of environmental hazards. This analysis is certainly indicative of the challenge but, as the author admits, is hampered by the lack of reliable data on disasters. The comparative weights offered by the author provide a casual comparison of the threats posed by various hazards at the national scale, but mask local and regional disparities in the process.
The second section of the book describes the nature of community and state response to natural disasters from the pre-colonial times to the contemporary post-1990 era of globalization in India. The discussion presented by the author suggests the continued prevalence of cultural and social superstitions. The comparison with the Greek mythology provides an interesting read but seems extraneous to the discussion. The postindependence discussion focuses on the lack of a dedicated administrative structure in national and local government to deal with management of natural disasters. The author claims this has continued to be the case until recently (2005) , when the National Disaster Management Act was passed. Yet, the author does not discuss the impacts of this legislation that is envisaged to bring about a major change in the way natural disasters are addressed in India.
In the final section, the author offers a comprehensive vulnerability assessment at the district level (sub-state) for the whole country. She presents a comprehensive assessment of vulnerability indicators, primarily sourced from the national census data. These indicators are then used to generate three dimensions of vulnerability: disadvantaged people, fragile living, and lacking basic services. The five indicators of disadvantaged people include illiterate females, marginal workers, agricultural laborers, scheduled caste and scheduled tribe population, and disabled people. A fragile living environment is measured using population living below the poverty line, infant mortality rate, those residing in kachha (traditional mud-brick thatched roof) houses, and those without specified assets. For basic services, four indicators are selected: non-irrigated crop area, villages without paved roads, rural-urban distance and persons served per doctor. This vulnerability assessment is discussed in detail using maps and tables in an interesting manner that highlights the regional disparities in the country.
The data analysis and discussion in the book provides a good overview of the various aspects of disaster management and related public policy in India. However, in an effort to cover a large variety of issues and themes related to disasters, the author has compromised on three vital aspects. These are: integration of discussion on the various aspects of disasters addressed the book, lack of depth of analysis, and a conspicuous lack of discussion on the rich international literature on social vulnerability to natural hazards. The author has presented numerous traditional, cultural, and political processes that underlie understanding of disasters in India. In spite of the interesting descriptive discussion, the author does not address the linkages between these themes. For example, the author has extensively discussed both the traditional and modern perceptions of disasters but has not analyzed the links between the two. Opportunities to analyze the possibilities of integrating traditional knowledge with the modern approaches have been woefully ignored. Instead the discussion seems to suggest that traditional knowledge needs to be urgently replaced by modern conceptions.
Within the context of scientific arguments, the author has ignored a few important issues. She does not address the effect of increasing developmental activities on the physical environment, perhaps increasing the physical vulnerability of a place. For example, increasing urbanization and high density housing along the coastal regions is destroying the coastal wetlands and mangroves, which will exacerbate the impacts of future coastal storms and tsunamis. In her comparison of disasters across the country, the author relies exclusively of "killed" and "injured" data, and does not include data on property destruction or economic losses. This has resulted in a biased view of disaster impacts. The choice of vulnerability indicators is also inadequately discussed. The author does provide reasons for her selection but does not provide any explanation for exclusion of many other possible indicators. For example why only use female illiterates as an indicator and not all illiterates? Finally, the author has not addressed the issue of climate change and its impact on disasters.
There is growing body of literature that suggests global warming will have significant impacts, specifically in developing countries like India. The lack of discussion on this issue leaves out an important dimension of disaster vulnerability assessments. The lack of any discussion and reference to international research on disasters is my greatest concern with this book. The dimensions of physical vulnerability and social vulnerability, referred to as the threat of geophysicals and vulnerability by the author, have been studied extensively in the international disaster literature for the past few decades. The arguments and discussions presented in the book would have benefitted by linking them to this literature. The international literature conceptualizes disasters as combinations of physical risk and societal vulnerabilities, which would have helped the author to better develop her vulnerability assessment framework. However, the author has totally ignored this literature and instead offered a very simplistic version of an advanced research theme.
Overall, the book provides a good overview of the fragmented landscape of disaster management in India. However, it is far from being authoritative and lacks essential ingredients vital for the discussions presented by the author. In spite of this, many of the author's arguments are justified. There is an evident lack of attention to social construction of vulnerability in India, both at the policy level as well as in society's understanding, resulting in increasing losses from natural disasters. It is hoped that with more such efforts, this gap in understanding will soon be bridged.
